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Are there certain periods of maturational development when bilingual language learning might be more
optimal and, if so, how much time into the intensive introduction of their new additional “native” language is
needed before the two languages show comparable linguistic properties? We studied bilingual children exposed
to two languages from various ages, where each age corresponded to key periods of maturational brain growth:
Group (i) bilingual language exposure from birth, (ii) monolingual language exposure from birth and then
bilingual exposure from ages 2-3, (iii) 4-6, (iv) 7-9, varying Home, Community, and Formal Instructional
bilingualism. Our four cross-linguistic, cross-modal populations included: French & English, Russian & French
Spanish & French, signed Langue des Signes Quebecoise (LSQ) & spoken French, (N=16 children, over 6
months. Group i achieved all linguistic milestones for each of their two languages on the same time-course, and
the same as monolinguals. The older bilingual children, ages 2-9 (Groups ii-iv), with intensive Home and
Community new language exposure, showed consistent adult-like distributions in their new language, even after
only 6 months! Group iv (ages 7-9) continued to show a deviant distribution even after being into the language
for 2 years. Nature’s gift to the bilingual child is the ability to master basic properties of a new additional
language within only a few months if exposure is “naturalistic” (Home & Community), as opposed to Formal
Instructional settings.
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